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"WHAT'S  THE  STORY?" 


We  hear  much  these  days  about  four-letter  words  — 
some  good,  some  bad.   Today  I  should  like  to  attempt  a 
few  improvisations  around  a  five-letter  word  that  is 
heavily  used  and  frequently  misunderstood.   The  word  is 
faith ! 

At  the  risk  of  being  either  heretical  or  simplis- 
tic or  both,  I  want  to  de-theologize  this  term,  take 
some  of  the  starch  out  of  it ,  and  describe  faith  as 
"an  act  of  commitment  by  which  one  inserts  himself  in- 
to a  new  story." 


Every  life  needs  a  story  line .   Our  years  are  se- 
quential.  Yesterday  carries  over  into  today,  and  to- 
day into  tomorrow.   Some  organizing  theme  must  be 
discerned  or  ascribed.   We  cannot  live  as  if  life  were 
a  patternless  mass  of  unconnected  fragments. 

For  some  the  story  is  the  self.  The  perpendicu- 
lar pronoun  becomes  the  Maypole  around  which  the  steps 
of  life  are  danced.   These  potent  egos  trade  in  so?. 
ciety's  market  place  under  the  firm  name,  "Me,  Myself 
and  I,  Inc."  Ethical  decisions  are  made  on  the  basis  , 
of  self-interest:  What*s  good  for  me  is  right,  what's 
bad  for  me  is  wrong .  For  all  such ,  the  world  turns  ■ 
on  the  narrow  axis,  of  the  self! 

This  perception  of  life  can  even  find  support  in 
prayer .   Abraham  Heschel ,  in  one  of  his  earlier  books , 
talked  about  a  view  of  prayer  that  could  only  be  de- 
scribed as  "religious  solipsism."  He  described  this 
perversion  thus:   "The  individual  self  of  the  one  who 
prays  is  the  whole  sphere  of  prayer  life.  The  assump- 
tion is  that  God  is  an  idea,  a  process , a  source,  a  foun- 
tain, a  spring,  a  power.  But  one  cannot  worship  an  idea; 


one  cannot  address  his  prayers  to  a  fountain  of  values; 
one  cannot  pray  ' to  whom  it  may  concern . '   To  whom 
then  do  we  direct  our  prayers?  Yes,  there  is  an  an- 
swer.  We  address  prayers  to  the  good  within  ourselves." 
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For  some  the  story  is  the  family,   The  needed 
meaning  is  found  in  family  history.   It  is  enough  to 
be  a  Jones,  a  Johnson  or  a  Jenkins.   Pride  of  blood  is 
a  centering  force  for  many  in  our  society.   There  are 
mail  order  houses  that  apparently  do  a  brisk  business 
tracing  family  trees  and  selling  coats  of  arms,   The 
wag  rises  up  and  says  that  the  best  thing  to  do  with 
a  family  tree  is  spray  it!   But  these  people  will  not 
be  put  off  by  such  whimsical  advice. 

After  all,  there  are  three  and  a  half  billion  of 
us  in  this  world,  We  can  be  forgiven  for  seeking  so- 
lace or  even  enclosure  in  the  family. 

But  can  any  family  supply  all  the  required  mean- 
ing? "All  in  The  Family"  may  be  a  striking  televi- 
sion series,  but  "all  in  the  family"  is  not  an  ade- 
quate base  for  life.   Witness  the  forces  at  work  in 
our  culture  pushing  in  the  direction  of  the  "extended 
family. " 

Daniel  Day  Williams  has  spoken  to  the  point  with 
force  and  clarity:  "Family  love  does  not  exempt  us 
from  the  claims  of  the  Kingdom  of  God.   No  person  is 
ever  fulfilled  in  the  family  alone  and  no  romanticism 
about  love  should  obscure  that  fact.   The  person  is 
fulfilled  in  the  world  where  God's  work  is  being  done. 
We  have  to  find  a  union  of  love  in  its  obligation  to 
those  with  whom  our  lives  are  immediately  bound;  and 
love  which  calls  upon  each  to  become  a  creative  mem- 
ber of  the  full  society."  2 


For  some  the  story  is  the  nation.   Before  and 
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above  all  else ,  some  know  themselves  as  Germans  or 
Italians,  Puerto  Ricans  or  Americans .   Surely  it  is 
not  wrong  for  one  to  love  her  country,  but  it  Is  dan- 
gerous when  one  begins  to  love  her  country  uncritical- 
ly,  Hyper '-patriot  ism  has  contributed  more  than  Its 
share  to  the  national  grief  that  we  call  Watergate. 
I  fear  that  we  are  overly  stocked  in  this  country  with 
Americans  who  happen  to  be  Christians  rather  than 
Christians  who  happen  to  be  Americans! 

I  was  visiting  a  few  weeks  ago  with  an  old  friend 
who  taught  for  many  years  on  the  faculty  of  the  Uni- 
versity of  Michigan.   He  is  now  teaching  at  McMaster 
University  in  Canada.   I  asked  him  what  his  status  is 
as  a  citizen.   He  said,  "I  am  now  classified  as  a  res- 
ident Immigrant.   I  can  go  in  one  of  two  directions, 
but  I  am  in  no  hurry  to  make  up  my  mind.   I  do  not 
need  a  national  identity  to  know  who  I  am." 


For  some  the  story  is  the  job.   They  define  their 
lives  by  their  livelihood.   Who  are  you?   I'm  a  plumber. 
I'm  a  merchant,  I'm  a  policeman.   Back  in  the  Middle 
Ages  there  were  guilds  that  served  as  organizing  foci 
for  people's  lives  —  the  carpenters'  guild,  the  writ- 
ers' guild,  the  actors'  guild,  and  others.   Today  part 
of  the  slack  has  been  taken  up  by  unions  and  profes- 
sional associations.   I  have  known  people  in  the  aca- 
demic world  whose  joy  was  boundless  when  they  discovered 
themselves  quoted  in  a  footnote  of  some  noted  publica- 
tion In  their  field. 

It  is  not  discounting  the  worth  of  work  to  suggest 
that  there  is  something  questionable  about  allowing 
ourselves  to  be  defined  by  function  alone.   What  we  do 
and  who  we  are  should  not  be  completely  interchangeable, 

A  minister  friend  was  trying  to  get  next  to  a  doc- 
tor who  had  a  problem  in  his  family  that  he  would  not 
admit  to.   Finally  one  day  they  played  some  golf  to- 
gether.  Long  about  the  sixth  or  seventh  hole  their 
drives  fell  reasonably  close  and  they  walked  the  fair- 
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way  side  by  side.   My  friend  took  a  deep  breath  and 
decided  to  make  one  last  attempt.   "John,"  he  said, 
"tell  me  what  you  are  when  you're  not  a  doctor."  The 
man  bristled,  raised  his  voice,  and  said,  "By  God,  I'm 
always  an  M.D.!"  There  is  both  judgement  and  warning 
in  that  well-known  epitaph:  "Born  a  man,  he  died  a 
grocer. " 

Every  life  needs  a  story  line.   What  is  the  story? 
What  is  it  all  about?   Is  it  self?  or  family?  or  na- 
tion? or  job?  Or  are  these  in  fact  sub-plots  that 
stand  in  constant  danger  of  being  falsely  magnified? 


The  good  news  of  the  Bible  is  of  another  story  to 
which  any  may  belong! !    "Once  upon  a  time  God  created 
the  heavens  and  earth...  And  God  said,  'Let  us  make 
man  in  our  own  image...  And  the  eyes  of  them  both  were 
open  and  they  knew  that  they  were  naked."  The  story 
goes  on  and  touches  down  in  places  like  Babylon  and 
Egypt,  Sinai,  Palestine  and  Assyria,  Judea  and  Samaria 
and  the  uttermost  parts  of  the  earth  —  including  New 
York  City.   It  runs  through  names  like  Abraham  and 
Moses,  Saul  and  David,  Isaiah  and  Amos,  Jesus  of 
Nazareth,  Saul  of  Tarsus,  Augustine  of  Hippo,  Calvin 
of  Geneva,  Francis  of  Assissi,  King  of  Atlanta,  Chavez 
of  Delano  and  many,  many  more. 

The  beat  goes  on  and  the  story  continues.   Of 
those  who  have  preceded  us  in  this  still  developing 
drama  it  may  be  said  that  "they  all  having  obtained 
a  good  report  through  faith,  received  not  the  promise, 
God  having  provided  some  better  thing  for  us,  that 
they  without  us  should  not  be  made  perfect." 

(Heb.  11:39-40) 

Faith  is  something  more  and  other  than  mental  as- 
sent to  fixed  propositions  about  a_  static  God!   God  is 
not  a  problem  to  be  solved.   He  is  a  worker  to  be 
joined.   Jesus  said,  "If  any  man  will  do  his  will,  he 
shall  know  of  the  doctrine,  whether  it  be  of  God." 
(John  7:17)   God  is  at  work  in  our  world.  This  is  what 
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the  story  is  all  about.  He  is  at  work  in  the  world  not 
simply  to  "evacuate"  souls  out  of  it  but  to  redeem,  re- 
constitute and  recapitulate  his  vast  creation . 

There  is  extant  in  the  church  today  a  damaging 
"hovercraft"  theology.   In  days  to  come  we  will  see 
more  hovercraft  in  the  various  harbors  of  our  cities. 
Those  contraptions  skim  over  land  and  sea  without  touch- 
ing either.   Hovercraft  theology  touts  a  God  that  rides 
in  majesty  above  the  uneven  surfaces  of  life  immune  to 
all  that  we  experience.   Too  many,  even  in  the  church, 
regard  God  as  a  timeless  essence  that  floats  dispas- 
sionately above  the  mix  of  pain  and  pleasure  that  we 
call  life. 

The  truth ,  I  believe ,  is  quite  other  than  that . 
God  is  at  work  within  our  history.  By  loving  lures 
and  beckonings  he  keeps  pulling  us  forwards  working 
and  willing  the  restoration  of  the  world.  Abraham  is 
prototype  --  going  out,  not  knowing  where,  breaking 
with  the  familiar  to  venture  into  the  fundamentally 
unknown . 

Nikos  Kazantzakis  has  caught  the  forward  motion 
of  our  years  as  well  as  anyone  I  know.   Open  your  tired 
hearts  to  his  testimony  of  hope:  "Blowing  through  heav- 
en and  earth,  and  in  our  hearts  and  the  heart  of  every 
living  thing,  is  a  gigantic  breath  -  a  great  Cry  - 
which  we  call  God.   Plant  life  wished  to  continue  its 
motionless  sleep  next  to  stagnant  waters,  but  the  Cry 
leaped  up  within  it  and  violently  shook  its  roots: 
'Away,  let  go  of  the  earth,  walk!'   Had  the  tree  been 
able  to  think  and  judge,  it  would  have  cried,  'I  don't 
want  to.   What  are  you  urging  me  to  do!   You  are  de- 
manding the  impossible!'   But  the  Cry,  without  pity, 
kept  shaking  its  roots  and  shouting  'Away,  let  go  of 
the  earth,  walk! '   It  shouted  in  this  way  for  thousands 
of  eons;  and  lo!  as  a  result  of  desire  and  struggle, 
life  escaped  the  motionless  tree  and  was  liberated. 

"Animals  appeared  —  worms  —  making  themselves 
at  home  in  water  and  mud.   'We're  just  fine  here , ' 
they  said.  'We  have  peace  and  security;  we're  not  budg- 
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ingi'  But  the  terrible  Cry  hammered  itself  pitilessly 
into  their  loins.  'Leave  the  mud,  stand  up,  give  birth 
to  your  betters!'   'We  don't  want  to!  We  can't!'  'You 
can't,  but  I  can.  Stand  up!'  And  lo!  after  thousands 
of  eons,  man  emerged,  trembling  on  his  still  unsolid 
legs. 

"The  human  being  is  a  centaur;  his  equine  hoofs 
are  planted  in  the  ground,  but  his  body  from  breast 
to  head  is  worked  on  and  tormented  by  the  merciless 
Cry.   He  has  been  fighting,  again  for  thousands  of 
eons,  to  draw  himself,  like  a  sword,  out  of  his  ani- 
malistic scabbard.   He  is  also  fighting  --  this  is  his 
new  struggle  —  to  draw  himself  out  of  his  human  scab- 
bard.  Man  calls  in  despair.  'Where  can  I  go?'  I  have 
reached  the  pinnacle,  beyond  is  the  abyss.'   And  the 
Cry  answers,  'I  am  beyond.  Stand  up!'"  3_ 
THAT'S  THE  STORY. 


Faith  then  does  not  deal  with  a  fragment  of  life 
marked  off  and  labeled  "sacred."   It  has  to  do  with 
our  attitude  toward  all  of  life.   Commonly  when  we  are 
asked,  "Do  you  have  faith?"  we  interpret  the  question 
to  mean,  "Do  you  believe  in  miracles?"   "Do  you  believe 
in  an  after-life?"  "Do  you  believe  in  the  veracity  of 
the  Bible?"   "Do  you  believe  in  the  inherent  worth  of 
prayer?"   "Do  you  believe  in  going  to  church?"   "Do 
you  believe  in  taking  theology  seriously?"  How  spe- 
cialized faith  has  become!   The  "two  story"  view  of 
the  universe  is  out  --  the  idea  that  there  is  an  ideal 
world  above  where  eternal  essences  abide  while  down 
below  in  the  flickering  shadows  of  history  men  put  in 
their  time  until  death  releases  them  to  realms  above. 
But  what  is  "in"  and  has  always  been  "in"  is  the  "two 
story"  universe.   For  in,  with  and  under  the  events 
that  comprise  your  life  and  mine,  personal  and  corpo- 
rate, the  eternal  God  is  at  work  -  hopefully  through  us . 

Our  sin  against  the  secular  order  as  a  church  is 
grievous  and  large.   William  Dixon  Gray,  the  sage  of 
Nashville,  wrote  recently,  "I  would  like  to  find  fund- 
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ing  for  what  I  call  an  Institute  for  Secular  Studies . 
My  idea  is  that  the  churches  cannot  talk  with  the  secu- 
lar world,  the  world  itself,  because  they  do  not  bother 
to  study  and  understand  the  secular.   The  churches  even 
take  from  their  own  people  who  are  in  the  secular  world 
a_  confidence  that  the  secular  is  God's  interest  and 
love  a   Churches  want  their  people  to  stay  unsophisti- 
cated, in  bondage  to  an  irrelevant  idiom." 

Here  I  want  to  do  something  that  I  very  seldom  do. 
I  want  to  quote  again  a  paragraph  that  I  quoted  pre- 
viously in  this  pulpit,   I  cannot  hide  my  belief  that 
in  this  statement  Bishop  Robinson  has  put  an  able  fin- 
ger on  a  common  Christian  failing:  "Much  theological 
language  has  a  way  of  defining  Christ  out  of  universal 
common  experience.   "If  I  am  asked,  'Do  you  believe  in 
the  Atonement?'  or  'the  Resurrection'  or  'the  Parous ia , ' 
the  questioner  expects  to  elicit  my  attitude  to  some- 
thing Jesus  is  supposed  to  have  done  on  the  cross, 
something  that  is  alleged  to  have  happened  on  'the 
third  day'  or  something  that  may  happen  at  the  end  of 
the  world. 

"Contrast  the  effect  when  you  leave  out  the  defin- 
ite article:  'Do  you  believe  in  atonement?'  'Do  you  be- 
lieve in  resurrection?'  'Do  you  believe  in  parousia 
(that  is,  presence  or  coming)'   The  "the"  of  the  tra- 
ditional Christian  myth  removes  the  reality  of  Christ 
from  the  kind  of  present  where  every  eye  might  in  fact 
see  Him  to  the  distant  past  or  to  the  remote  future  or 
to  'the  divine  super-world'  where  Christ  lives  in  a 
timeless  realm,  as  unrelated  to  the  continuing  course 
of  events."  5_ 

What  I  am  insisting  on  today  is  that  faith  is  not 
the  specialized  quality  that  we  have  made  it.   Faith 
deals  with  all  of  the  reality  that  rides  in  upon  us. 
The  aim  of  faith  is  to  refine  life  where  it  is  course, 
to  soften  it  where  it  is  hard,  to  reconcile  it  where 
it  is  lost,  to  value  it  where  it  is  debased,  to  cele- 
brate it  where  it  is  doubted,  to  free  it  where  it  is 
hung  up ,  and  to  illumine  it  where  it  is  in  darkness . 
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What  then  of  self  or  family?  What  then  of  nation 
or  job?  None  of  these  is  denied.   Each  can  be  ful- 
filled in  the  vision  of  the  two  story  universe.  At  best 
they  are  vital  sub-plots  of  the  main  story  line.  Viewed 
thus  they  are  freed  from  the  strain  of  trying  as  parts 
to  function  as  the  whole. 

Faith  is  an  act  of  commitment  by  which  one  inserts 
himself  into  a  new  story.   Jesus  came  to  invite  us  into 
a  new  dimension  of  life.   "The  time  is  fulfilled,  the 
kingdom  is  at  hand,  repent  and  believe  in  the  gospel." 
(Mark  1:15)   In  Jesus  of  Nazareth  the  scope  and  sub- 
stance of  the  story  is  pre-figured.   He  is  its  embodi- 
ment and  the  source  of  our  empowerment . 

Years  ago  Josiah  Royce  described  man's  life  as 
"a  search  for  loyalty  to  an  adequate  cause."  What 
many  of  us  need  is  deliverance  from  the  sub-plots  into 
which  we  have  thrown  ourselves  unconditionally,  so 
that  we  might  connect  up  with  the  big  story  that  is 
pregnant  with  meaning  and  excitingly  open  to  the  fu- 
ture that  God  is  seeking  to  bring. 

It  has  been  said  that  the  two  most  important  days 
in  a  person's  life  are  the  day  on  which  she  was  born, 
and  the  day  on  which  she  discovers  why  she  was  born . 


CLOSING   PRAYER 

GhxLcJLQUJi  God,   {oKQiuii  what  we.  have.  be.e.n, 
CoiAzct  what  we,  axe., 
And  oxdoA  what  we.  bhaJUL  be, 
^on.  Thy  bake,  and  ouaa  — 

Th/iough  JeAuA  Chnt&t  oua  Loid. 

Amen. 
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